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Q: How did you decide to go in to Foreign Service and what prompted you?

WILLIAMS: When | was in High School | very much wanted to be a career military officer.
| wanted to go to West Point. There were three in my high school class who were really
keen to go to West Point. The other two guys made it and | didn't. My eyes were not
good enough. The summer that | was seventeen | came up to Raleigh from Wilmington
and | went to an eye doctor who gave me all kinds of exercises which were supposed

to improve my eyes. My eye sight improved, but not enough. So, | could not make it to
West Point because of my eyes. As soon as | was eighteen | enlisted in the army. They
would have drafted me anyway, because it was just after World War II. World War Il was
over in September and | became eighteen in November. | went in the Army as soon as

| could. I went to Officer Candidate School, became an officer in field artillery. | went to
Japan. Al Haig and myself and a few other soldiers occupied Japan. While | was in Japan
| was still thinking of the army as a career, because, after all, here | was — | had become
an officer at the age of eighteen, which you could do according to the World War Il rules
which were still in effect then. But, the more | saw of the army, the more it became obvious
to me that people who were not West Pointers were at a disadvantage and were going
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to stay at a permanent disadvantage. Of course, there are some prominent exceptions
that we all know about. | decided at the time | really enjoyed living in Japan. | just liked it.
| can't explain it very well. It's just that | enjoyed meeting the Japanese people and talking
to them. As a junior officer | was sent out on all kinds of little errands and missions out
into the countryside that the more senior officers didn't want to be bothered with. Such
as, for example, P.O.W. searches to see whether if there were any P.O.W.'s perhaps still
around; graves registration of American Air Force people who had been shot down and
taken prisoner or who had died in custody or whatever; and election observation. That
last was a very interesting one, because shortly after | arrived, they had the first elections
after the war, just for provincial and municipal officials, not for any national offices, not
for the diet. This was in February and March of 1947. | headed a little team way down in
southern Kyushu. We used to kid each other that we were so far south that the Japanese
instead of saying “ohayo gozaimasu,” which means “good morning,” they would say
“ohayo gozaimasu, you all.”

Q: How far from Tokyo was that?

WILLIAMS: Oh my gosh. In miles, | don't know if | can be very accurate. Something like
eight hundred miles perhaps. It was an entire twenty-four hours on the train, because one
of my little excursion jobs was taking to Tokyo groups of enlisted men who were going

to be discharged and putting them on the ship to get them back to the United States. |

did that several times. But, this election observation was just fascinating, because the
Japanese had no experience of democratic elections. Of course, we had said that women
were going to be allowed to vote. This apparently was resisted a little bit at some levels in
Japan. One of the jobs that | was supposed to do was make sure that women were voting
and that they understood that they had the right to vote regardless of what anybody said
to them. So, | would show up with my team, which consisted of me, a young Hawaiian
Nisei, second generation Japanese American, and the driver. That was my team. We
would show up at the election places and the Japanese authorities didn't know how much
Japanese we spoke or understood. My Hawaiian young man spoke fairly elementary
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Japanese, but fairly fluently. | spoke just enough to sort of create the impression that |
knew more than | really did. My pronunciation and accent were good. Anyway, we did
make an impression by going around and making sure that people knew that we were
looking at them. Maybe we weren't seeing everything we should have, but people knew
that we were there and we were looking. | think the elections went off very well. In fact, |
got a few votes for Governor of Kagoshima-Ken, the southern most province. They were
told that they didn't have to vote for the people who were on the ballot. They could write

in names. So, Lieutenant Williams got a few votes. Gee, there went my promising political
career. I'm sorry, I'm going on at great length here, but the thing is, this is just to sort

of underline the fact that | enjoyed living over there so much for all these reasons that |
decided that perhaps the military was not the career that | was best suited for, but perhaps
the Foreign Service was. So, from then on my education and everything | did was directed
toward getting into the Foreign Service.

Q: It makes quite a bit of sense. | was just thinking about whayour driver was driving, what
sort of vehicle? What did it look like.

WILLIAMS: A jeep. No, wait a minute, hang on, not a jeep. It was a Dodge three quarter
ton. It was kind of like a jeep, but just bigger. You take a jeep and expand it. It was called a
“Weapons Carrier.”

Q: What were the roads like or were there any?

WILLIAMS: Lousy. Oh sure, there were roads most of the places we wanted to go. | do
remember once we took the wrong road and it turned out that it sort of dwindled off into a
cow path and we had a heck of a time backing up getting that Dodge back down the side
of the mountain to get to the right polling place. Everything over there at the time was just
completely in shambles. It was utterly torn up.

Q: Say more about that, how, why, where?
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WILLIAMS: Well, we bombed everything, you know. Down where | was in Northern
Kyushu,, now there are several former cities which have been sort of lumped together
which they now call Kita Kyushu which is North Kyushu. But we had bombed all of those
towns and cities, because they had war production there. They had war production all
over the place. Of course, in Tokyo, there were just so few buildings left and the famous
Ginza was rows of shacks along the street which were stores and shops, but made out of
scrap wood. The Japanese were slowly beginning to rebuild, but very slowly at the time.
Of course, when | visited Hiroshima and Nagasaki, they were still utterly devastated, no
rebuilding had begun that | could see.

Q: What was your thought when you first saw those cities?

WILLIAMS: Whew, boy, what a weapon. No wonder they surrendered. One interesting
thing though; Nagasaki was the center of what Christianity there was in Japan, because
Saint Francis Xavier who went there in the seventeenth century, maybe the sixteenth.

| don't really know, I'm forgetting my history here. But, there was a large community of
Christians living there who'd been living there for three hundred years. Unfortunately, the
Mitsubishi Torpedo factory was right there near where they lived, with several other war
plants. The bomb lit right in the middle and killed a great many Christians. Of course it was
all a tragedy and | don't suppose we should mourn too much more for the Christians than
for any other Japanese civilian. But nevertheless, it struck me at the time as a pity that the
clouds had moved down over Niigata that day, because Niigata was, | understand, the
primary target. Since the weather had moved in over the sea of Japan, our planes went to
the secondary target, Nagasaki.

Q: | see. Remind me about the diameter, the vastness of both thosbomb sites. The area of
greatest destruction.

WILLIAMS: I'm trying to recall. Hiroshima was very flat, right on the sea coast. Of course,
Nagasaki was also on the coast. As the name implies, it was a cape, and there was a
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river running down a valley. But there were hills. There were ranges of little hills there and
they protected part of the city against the worst effects of the bomb blast. So, it was not

as devastated as was Hiroshima was. But Hiroshima looked just absolutely flat, except for
the ruins of the building that we always see in the photographs, standing there with the
roof blown off and windows blown out. But, the building itself, the walls were still standing.
But outside of that, everything else looked just flattened in the central part of the city, |
would say at least a square mile. In Nagasaki it is harder to say, because there it was

not just flat and the effects of the bomb were not evenly distributed in a sort of circular
radius around ground zero. It went off over the valley and the effects traveled up and down
the valley, but not across the little ranges of hills. You could see — well, my arm here

Is a factory chimney and now you see the top bending over like that, you could see the
chimney bending way over. And factories, all you could see was the steel framework of the
factories and that was about it. But, you know, it was interesting. There was one Japanese
scientist who had planted a lot of plants right at ground zero. He was growing mostly root
plants mostly and some rice and he had little plots here and there. | went and talked to him
and he was just seeing what was the effect of the radiation or other effects of the bomb

on plant growth. He told me he was getting terrific root growth, but he was not getting any
grain on the rice.

Q: So, he did that after the bomb?
WILLIAMS: Oh yes, sure.

Q: Oh my goodness. That's an amazing story. It's amazing that yosaw that so relatively
soon after the blast.

WILLIAMS: It was very interesting.

Q: So, you decided the Foreign Service made more sense to you thathe Army, so you
extricated yourself from the Service?
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WILLIAMS: Oh, I didn't have to work very hard to do that. The Army was down-sizing at
the time. We were demobilizing. In fact, when | told you earlier that | went to O.C.S., that
was in 1946 and they told us, “You're going to have an awful hard time getting through
this, because we don't need that many artillery lieutenants now.” So, there was a terrific
attrition rate, and afterwards for those of us who were serving on active duty, they were
always saying, “Would anybody like to get out now?” Anyway, | could have stayed. | could
have put in my application for Regular Army, but as | said, | didn't think that | would ever
catch up with my West Point friends.

Q: I see. You had an interest, but you just figured you'd carve out another path? So, this
path then, this journey into the Foreign Service began. How about the first posting? You
told me about that, but actually getting into the Foreign Service, what was that like and
your first posting?

WILLIAMS: Well, it was interesting, because at the time that | took the Foreign Service
exam, | had just gotten back from New Zealand. After finishing my BA degree here at
the University of North Carolina, | stayed in Graduate School for a year and then | got a
Fulbright Scholarship to go and study in New Zealand at Victoria University in Wellington.
So, | went down there and stayed for a bit over a year and studied; came back; and in
1953 | took the Foreign Service exam. But this was during the McCarthy period when

the Department of State was just paralyzed. They weren't hiring anybody. You could

take the exam, but they were telling us that it was going to be some indeterminate period
time before they would be in a position to offer us employment. Anyway, | just took it for
practice. | didn't think that | was going to pass, but to my surprise | passed the written and
subsequently passed the oral. By the way, the written at that time was three and a half
days, not one day like it is now.

Q: Roughly, all day?

WILLIAMS: All day, every day, three and a half days.
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Q: From morning till night?
WILLIAMS: | don't remember the times, but it was a full day of exams.
Q: You know you had had three and a half days?

WILLIAMS: Yes! Anyway, | was back in Graduate School finishing up my Masters and
beginning course work on a Doctorate. In June of '54 | finished up my Masters in Political
Science, International Studies. | had decided | had better look for some other employment,
specifically some job with the Government; any way at all to get to Washington. | thought
getting to Washington would help me, you know. If | went to work there | would at least be
there where the Foreign Service was, and | could keep an eye on things. So, | took some
more exams including the one called Junior Management Assistant. It was for entry level
executives. Anyway, | went to work for the Department of the Air Force in the Pentagon

as a Management Assistant. | had been there only six months when one evening | got a
call from somebody in the Department of State saying, “Would you like to go to London?”

| said, “Would I like to go to London!” What happened was, the Ambassador in London
was Winthrop Williams Aldrich of the Massachusetts Aldriches of the Chase National
Bank. That was before it became Chase Manhattan. He was looking for a junior aide. He
had a senior aide, but he needed a junior aide. So, another fellow and myself were two
candidates. They said they were going to bring us both into the Foreign Service and then
let the Ambassador interview us and see which one he wanted, then both of us were going
to go to London in one capacity or another. So, the Ambassador chose me, and | became
the Ambassador's junior aide there.

Q: Were you scared when you went for the interview?
WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: But, you knew you were going to get to London anyway, or hoped?

Interview with John Edgar Williams http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001270



Library of Congress

WILLIAMS: Well, yeah, unless the Ambassador told them that | don'want this fellow at all.
Q: What do you think helped you get the job?

WILLIAMS: You know, | really don't know. | can't think why the Ambassador chose me
over the other fellow, but I kind of wish he hadn't, because the other fellow went into the
economic section and that's where | later ended up, in the economic cone and | sort of
wished that | had gotten an earlier start at it. Although, working for the Ambassador was
very interesting in many ways. | don't think it really helped my career along that much as a
first assignment.

Q: I see. So, that was London, what year?
WILLIAMS: Actually, I arrived in January of '55.
Q: What was it like when you got there? Did you think, oh my, thiis the Foreign Service?

WILLIAMS: Oh boy, yes. I'm not only in the Foreign Service, I'm athis great prestigious
post of London.

Q: What about the Ambassador himself?

WILLIAMS: Well, you know the old saying, “de mortuis nilnisi bonum,” but he was kind of
a stuffed shirt. Even though | was his Junior Aide, | didn't see an awful lot of him, because
of his confidential work was done with his confidential aide, who was not a Foreign Service
Officer. He had brought in to the Foreign Service as a Reserve Officer when Aldrich was
appointed Ambassador. Ambassadors had a lot more leeway then than they do now. I'd
see him every day, but | didn't sit down and have long talks with him or anything like that.

| had a bit of a problem about that. A lot of people in the Embassy thought that, since |
was in the Ambassador's office, that it would be a great thing to get me on their side on
whatever little controversies they had going at the time. So, | had a lot of people pulling
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and tugging at me and unfortunately, | think | fell for a couple of these things and sort of
took sides, which | shouldn't have done.

Q: Who were these people?

WILLIAMS: The Consular Section wanted more space, or the Commercial Section wanted
another position established. All kinds of just little bureaucratic things like that.

Q: What was the location or address? Where in London?

WILLIAMS: Grosvenor Square. The building that was our Embassy then is now the
Canadian High Commission. Our new Embassy is across the square, where we had the
old Consular Section in my time. They tore down a lot of the old eighteenth century houses
over there and built the new Embassy, once we managed to buy all of that section of
Grosvenor Square. It's a lovely location.

Q: So that was January '55 and people pulling and tugging and so asome point, the next
step was?

WILLIAMS: The next step was —Q: Actually, | wanted to ask you that it wasn't that far, that
long after the end of World War Il, what was London like?

WILLIAMS: London still showed a lot of the devastation of the bombing and there were

a lot of vacant lots with pieces of wall around and piles of rubble. One interesting thing
that was struck me was this. | had kept my commission in the Army Reserve and every
year | would go for two weeks to Germany to do my active duty training. | went to various
places in Germany, both when | was in London and later when | was in Madrid. | went to
Frankfurt, Stuttgart, Schweinfurt, Nuremberg, and other places. The Germans were far
ahead of the British in rebuilding. It made me wonder what made the difference.

Q: How would one account for that?
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WILLIAMS: | really don't know. Maybe the work ethic. | just have a feeling that maybe the
Germans were harder workers and they had more of a feeling like, well, here's a task,

let's get on with it. | don't know quite what to say about the British. It seems as though

they worked awfully hard during the war, but | think there was sort of a let-down after the
war in many ways, politically and the work ethic-wise. In fact, | recall at that time there

was a Labor Member of Parliament who got a little annoyed at the practices that he saw

of a gang working on the street near his house. So he would time them, from the time

they got there in the morning and he would see how many people were working at any
particular time of day, what time they went to lunch, what time they came back from lunch,
what time they took their breaks and so on. Really, it was pretty shocking when he went
public with this. It came out in a newspaper. They apparently would show up to work in

a very leisurely way, not at the time they were supposed to, but maybe a half hour later.
Then, they would go and do a little work then they would take their morning tea break, then
they would take a long lunch period and then work a little more, then there would be an
afternoon tea break and then they would all leave before the time they were supposed to
leave. Well, the MP got annoyed at this, but when he went public, a great storm of criticism
descended on him from his own party. He was a “traitor to the working class.” Oh boy! |
could not imagine that anything like that would have occurred in Germany.

Q: That's interesting. | guess I'm thinking about Spain and abouthe next step. Any other
earth-shaking developments in London?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Well, | only lasted for a year as the Ambassador's Aide, because an
inspector came through. We have these inspections periodically. The first inspector that
inspected me is now a retired Ambassador and lives down in Southern Pines, Findley
Burns. I've reminded Findley of this, although | don't think he remembered it too clearly.
He was the first inspector with whom | ever came in contact, and he asked me all kinds of
guestions about my job. How might it be improved or how might the efficiency of the office
be improved?
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| told him | thought the efficiency of the office could be improved by abolishing my job and
distributing the duties among several other people whom | named.

Q: The fellow said, “How can we make this more efficient,” and syou said?

WILLIAMS: | said, “Abolish my job and redistribute the duties among other people.” When
the word of this got back to the Ambassador he abolished me. Actually, | was sent over to
the Consular section, where | did my apprenticeship as a Consular Officer for the following
year.

Q: Where was the Consular section?

WILLIAMS: It was not in the main Embassy building, but across Grosvenor Square in

one of the old homes. | think it was Lord and Lady Bailey's old home, actually. Anyway, it
was a lovely old house. My desk was right in front of this great fireplace with a wonderful
mantel, it was just terrific. Anyway, we had an awful lot of visa applicants. At first, | was in
the visa part of the operation, non-immigrant visas; then for several months | did immigrant
vistas; then | did protection and welfare of American citizens. People who had one kind

of a problem or another were always wandering into the Embassy wanting us to solve
their problems. Some of them really did have problems and others, well, they would have
had problems anywhere. But this was all interesting too. It was all very interesting to me,
because | gave visas to a lot of very interesting people.

Q: Any you want to name or think of or just types of people.

WILLIAMS: Well, most of them, the people I'm thinking of were entertainers or movie
actors or actresses. Right now, names don't occur to me, but they were well known at the
time. Among the people that showed up at my office when | was doing protection, welfare
and notarials. Consuls are like notaries public. Bob Hope was among my notarials clients. |
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do remember Fleur Cowles. She was the heiress of the Look Magazine publishing empire,
the Cowles Publications. She was a character. Q: What did she look like or sound like?

WILLIAMS: Oh, she was quite a distinguished looking lady. | remember one remark she
made. We were talking about various prominent people most of whom she knew quite well
and | didn't know. Anyway, | don't remember why we were having this long conversation,
but she talked about some gentleman of whom she said, “He's so well known, good Lord,
why his who's who is seven inches long.” Then she said, “Oh, maybe | shouldn't put it like
that.”

Q: Oh my goodness!

WILLIAMS: | met a lot of interesting people. | did that for a while, then | got word that they
were going to transfer me to Madrid. By the way, | was then engaged to an English girl
and | didn't want to leave London. But, they needed a Consular Officer in Madrid, and |
was young and single and easily transferable, so | got transferred. This was in November
of '56 so | didn't quite finish out my two full years. | was a couple of months short of my
two years in London. | thought at least | was going to a place where | spoke the language.
| had studied Spanish in high school and college. So, | drove down. I'd bought myself a
new German station wagon, a Borgward. They don't make them anymore. So | piled all

of my worldly goods and effects into the back of this Borgward station wagon and drove
down to the coast, drove the car on to the ferry over to France and drove down through
France. | had an uncle who lived in Paris at the time, so | stayed with him for several days.
He was the head of the U.S. Department of Agriculture Experiment Station in Paris, an
Entomologist. Anyway, | drove on down through France and saw a lot of lovely things.

Q: And the food?

WILLIAMS: Oh, the food. The oysters down around Bayonne were great, and of course,
the wine, the Bordeaux. But, then | got to Irun, on the Spanish border. | thought, good, |
was having a problem with French, because I'd studied some French, but not very much
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and | really had a problem with speaking it. But | thought that on getting to the Spanish
frontier, | would be able to communicate. The Spanish customs people said something to
me that sounded like utter gibberish. | hardly understood anything. Anyway, | made it down
to Madrid. | remember the first day. | got there in the late afternoon. | checked in at my
hotel and rested for a while and | thought I'd go down to dinner. | got down to the dining
room about nine o'clock and | thought, gee, | hope I'm not too late. There was nobody
there. So | thought, | guess | am too late. | found somebody and said, “I realize I'm late,
but is there some way | can get something to eat?” He said, “Ah se#or, we begin to serve
at nine-thirty or ten.” So, that's the custom.

Q: Right. Absolutely, in Madrid. What place or part of the city dyou remember the
restaurant or hotel?

WILLIAMS: It was down town and fairly close to the Embassy which was in Calle Serrano,
which was just a block or so up from the Castellano, the main street of that part of Madrid.
Of course, | only stayed in a hotel a few days until | could rent an apartment.

Q: What about your fiancee?

WILLIAMS: We were planning to get married in the early summer. She quite understood
my transfer — British stiff upper lip and all that sort of thing you know.

Q: Was she from London, or countryside?

WILLIAMS: She was from London. | had been in Spain for about three months when | got
my ring back in the mail. She had decided that she maybe didn't want to get married after
all. Anyway, | quickly darted over to London (caught a ride on a military aircraft) to try and
talk her out of it, but she was fairly adamant. She had decided that she really didn't want to
get married now. Interestingly enough after | had been in Madrid about a year and a half,
she changed her mind, and showed up in Madrid and wanted to put it all back together
again. Well, by then, | was otherwise occupied.
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Q: Well, I know the English do take time maybe, deliberating. That is a personal note. Not
insignificant by any means, but did you help her get back on the —

WILLIAMS: Well, let me put it like this, my Spanish girlfriend and | introduced her around
in to Spanish circles. | think | made it as clear as | could that we weren't going to be able
to put it back together and | heard she subsequently married a Spaniard. | do not know for
sure, because | never spoke to her again after that. The Spaniard she supposedly married
was an artist. Apparently, he was one of the people that she met through one of these
contacts that we had made for her. That's all | know. She married a Spanish artist.

Q: That's very interesting. Who knows, you may have changed helife forever.
WILLIAMS: | may well have.

Q: These are personal details and they are important, but I'm thinking about political
situation, I'm thinking about when you were heading down from the North, did you see
evidence of Basque activity? Could you see a vast difference from Barcelona to Madrid?

WILLIAMS: No. | didn't go through Barcelona. | went right down King Alfonso XllI's old
highway where he used to drive his Hispano-Suiza every couple of weeks, and make it
from Madrid to San Sebastian in six hours. He was a wild man they said, Alfonso XIII.
This was before he left the country in 1930. Anyway, | drove down. The road was still very
much like it had been at that time and it took me eight hours from Irun to Madrid.

Q: Tell me about the road. Describe it.

WILLIAMS: Well, it was a two-lane blacktop. It wound over the Guaderrama Mountains,
north of Madrid and south of Segovia. There were all kinds of small mountain ranges up
there, but the Guaderrama was the biggest, and it was all hair-pins curves.

Q: No guard rails?
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WILLIAMS: No, not that | can recall.
Q: Did you have a center line painted?

WILLIAMS: Oh yes, there was a center line, | believe, in some places, not all. Around
the worst hair-pins. It was quite a road. | drove it many times. There was another road
that | drove often which was the road to the Northwest, the Carretera de La Coruna.
When driving back to Madrid late at night, | would sometimes find myself behind convoys
of trucks that were bringing fresh seafood down to Madrid from La Coruna. The fishing
boats would be out all day and then they would come in to the harbor at La Coruna in
the evening. They would ice up all the seafood, fish and shell- fish, oysters, clams and

all kinds of things. Then they would load them on these trucks. That fresh seafood would
be on sale at five o'clock the next morning in the Madrid market. All the families would
send their maids out to buy at that time in the morning to make sure they had fresh
seafood. You could get stuck behind several of those trucks coming over the Guaderrama
Mountains. It was not my idea of a lot of fun. Anyway, the roads were not very good. |
could not discern many lingering after-effects, accept political, of the Civil War. | don't
recall seeing any ruined buildings in or near Madrid, and | lived in the northwest corner of
Madrid where there was a lot of fighting.

Q: You just didn't see any evidence of it?

WILLIAMS: | didn't see any evidence of it and there was no discernable Basque activity.
The Basque terrorism had not started up at that time. There was, | gather, some long-
standing feeling for Basque separatism, but there was no active movement, because
Franco had really suppressed all active movements in opposition to his government. You
could talk against the government as long as you didn't do it in public, you know. As long
as it wasn't in the newspapers or on the radio or anything. You could tell jokes about
Franco all you wanted, but you could not organize a movement.

Interview with John Edgar Williams http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001270



Library of Congress

Q: What about labor and politics? The labor situation, political situation?

WILLIAMS: Well, you see, there is a long story about the economic development of

Spain and the responsibility of the United States for it. We did play a very important role.

| was almost four years in Spain. | spent my first couple of years in the Consular section.

| was the head of the visa operation there. Then, | moved over into the Economic and
Commercial Section. At that time, our AID Mission was joined with the Embassy Economic
Section. That is a very unusual arrangement. We had a joint AID Mission-Economic/
Commercial Section. Usually they are separate. | was in that for a while and | got a good
chance to observe how we were actively helping the Spanish government to move itself
into the modern economic era. We started off with the Agreement of 1952, the military
base agreement where we agreed to give them economic and military aid in return for
allowing us to set up several bases there. Rota the Naval Base in the South, and Torrejon
near Madrid and, the big bomber base at Zaragoza. Torrejon was a fighter base. Anyway,
that had been going on for several years. They were still under construction there. In fact,
while | was there they were still constructing a pipeline from Rota on up through Madrid to
Zaragoza for petroleum products for the bases.

Q: Remind me, how far was the Rota base from Madrid?
WILLIAMS: Oh, about three hundred miles.
Q: And then on to —

WILLIAMS: On to Zaragoza, another one hundred fifty, two hundred miles, something like
that. The way pipelines go in this country it's not a long one, but there were right-of-way
problems and all that stuff. So, there was some economic activity which had been directly
generated by us, base-building, pipeline building and so on. The thing is, Spain was still
an outcast. They were poison as far as the Europeans were concerned, because Franco
was considered to be a leftover legacy of Hitler and Mussolini which in some respects was
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true. Although, | must say, he was not as much of a puppet of Hitler and Mussolini as he
has been made out to be. | recall an interesting incident that bears on that.

Q: I'd like to hear that.

WILLIAMS: There was a Spanish Marques named Merry del Val who told me, he had
been a young man in the Foreign Ministry when he accompanied Franco to meet Hitler at
the border at Irun in 1940. Apparently, one of the things that Hitler wanted in return for the
aid he had given to Franco during the Civil War was Franco's permission to allow German
troops to pass through Spain to attack Gibraltar. The Marques told me that he had been
with Franco during the interview with Hitler. Hitler made his request and Franco said no.
He didn't want to allow German troops to use Spain as an attack-base. That would bring
Spain into the war, and Franco really didn't want to do that. Apparently, Hitler got angrier
and angrier until he finally picked up a chair and hit it and broke it on the floor.

Q: At this meeting?

WILLIAMS: At this meeting, which apparently brought an end to the meeting. If Franco had
allowed the Germans to go through and take Gibraltar, the war might have come out rather
differently, because the entrance to the Mediterranean would have been blocked.

Q: Did this man personally tell you that?

WILLIAMS: Yes. The Marques de Merry del Val told me that he'd beethere personally,
he'd seen it and heard it.

Q: Whoa! That's pretty powerful. WILLIAMS: Yes.
Q: That's amazing. So, Franco was not necessarily the puppet?

WILLIAMS: No, he wasn't. But, he was very much his own man. He had gotten to where
he was by fairly ruthless means. Two senior officers, generals senior to him in the Spanish
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army, died under rather suspicious circumstances: General Sanjurjo and General Mola.
One of them was in a plane crash and they could never quite figure out why the plane
had crashed. | forget what happened to the other one. Anyway, | will say the Spanish
owe Franco another debt, that is, the economic recovery plan with which we helped very
much. We, the U.S. government, specifically the American Embassy there and to be
more specific, the combined AID Mission/Economic-Commercial Section. At the time, |
said the Spanish were poison as far as the Europeans were concerned. The Europeans
hardly wanted to trade with Spain, much less make any agreements with them. They
were beginning to set up what became the European Communities. They had already
set up the Coal and Steel Community and they had signed the treaty of Rome in 1956.
They were well on their way to creating a United Europe, and Spain was left out. Spain,
obviously was not going to get very far economically with a closed economy which they
had at the time. In fact, most countries had fairly closed economies, but Spain was worse
than most. They had high tariff levels; they had a lot of government subsidies for different
activities; they had no currency relationships, clearing arrangements or anything like

that with other European countries. It was a closed economy. It was obvious to us that
they had to break out of this if they were going to get anywhere as a modern country.
Furthermore, if they were going to be our ally, we wanted them to be a strong country with
a powerful economy. It was not just for their benefit it was for our benefit, too. But, the
benefits overlapped to a great degree. So, we worked on a couple of Franco's most trusted
Ministers. Interestingly, these were a couple of guys who were members of the Opus Dei.
Do you know what the Oppus Dei is?

Q: No. You'll have to remind me. And do you remember the namealso by any chance?

WILLIAMS: | don't remember the names of these ministers. But one, | think, was the
Minister of Commerce and Industry and the other was the Minister of Economy. The Opus
Dei is a Catholic lay religious organization in which the members take vows very similar
to priestly vows. It's a very closely held organization and I'm not sure really what the basic
idea of it is, but | know the people involved are Catholic to the core, but international
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Catholic. They're not provincial. They want to create a large Catholic community. In other
words, these guys were interested not only in developing Spain economically, but seeing
that Spain had good relations with their fellow Catholic countries, like Italy and France.

| think this was part of the motivation behind their willingness to go that extra mile to
bring Spain into the modern world economically. Anyway, we eventually had some help
on this. There was a particular Frenchman, Jacques Rueff — | forget what his position
was, but he had a very prominent position in the French government and later in the
European Communities, and he helped a lot on this. We persuaded these ministers in
turn to persuade Franco to adopt an economic stabilization plan to open the economy,

to devalue the currency, to free the currency. In other words, get away from a pegged
currency. If you're going to have free international trade you can't have a pegged currency
at some particular value in relation to the dollar or gold. You must do these things and
lower the tariffs and cut government subsidies to favored activities. In other words, they
had to allow free market principles to work.

Q: What would have been some examples of government subsidies?

WILLIAMS: Public transportation was one of the big ones. Ship- building was another
one. Automobile manufacture. These things had been considered to be important back
during the Civil War and they just hung on. If you're going to have a free market economy
you can't have a lot of government subsidies around. Anyway, they adopted a plan which
would, over a period of time, put into effect economic laws and rules and regulations of a
free market type. They did have a couple of very difficult years after this. This was done
in 1959. | was no longer there after mid '60, but | understand they had a couple of fairly
tough years in 1960 and 1961, but ever since then, the Spanish economy has just been
zooming.

Q: That's very helpful and good. Going back to your involvement ithat. Tell a little bit more
specifically about how that worked.

Interview with John Edgar Williams http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001270



Library of Congress

WILLIAMS: Well, actually my involvement personally was largely looking out for trade
opportunities for American companies and doing analyses of different industries in Spain
so that American businesses, on reading my analysis of the Spanish automotive industry,
the ship building industry, the telecommunications industry, the electric power generation
industry and so on could get an idea of where they might be able to fit in and sell some
products to Spain. That was my main involvement.

Q: Other goods and services. I'm thinking of '75. | know Proctor and Gamble for instance
had executive people in Madrid. But, other U.S. companies?

WILLIAMS: Very few American companies at that time had representatives in Madrid.
Their representative in Italy or in France or somewhere where they would occasionally
come and visit, you know. | do remember one patrticular incident when a Spanish
businessman came to see me one day and said he was a shoe manufacturer. He said he
had heard about a big shoe exhibition or trade fair in Chicago, and he was interested in

going.

He asked if | could give him any information about it. So | did. | give him all the information
he needed in order to apply to attend, and he went. | asked him to please call me again
when he returned and let me know whether he had been able to sell any shoes over there.
They made lovely shoes in Spain.

Q: Talking about the shoe manufacturer in Madrid who came to you and wanted
information on the Trade Show in Chicago and you gave him the information.

WILLIAMS: | gave him the information and then, when he came back, he came to see me
and he said, “Ah, Se#or Williams, it's a disaster. I've accepted orders for many thousands
of pairs of shoes. | can't manufacture all of these in the time that | would have to do it

to fulfill these orders.” | said, “What you need to do, | suggest, is get together with other
small manufacturers and see if you can't distribute your orders around and maybe form a
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consortium to fulfill these orders.” | said, “I'll tell you, if you don't fulfill these orders now,
you'll never get another order. So, you really need to do something, because otherwise,
the Italians are going to wipe you out.” Well, apparently he did get together a group of
manufacturers, they did fulfill their orders. Of course, the Italian shoes are always more
popular in the United States than the Spanish, but the Spanish got a good little chunk of
the market. You see, trade has to be two-way. If the Spanish earn dollars, they can buy
more from us.

Q: Where were they getting the raw materials mostly?

WILLIAMS: Native raw materials mostly. The leather from insidSpain. They had a lot of
Ccows.

Q: I'm trying to think, would that have been mostly south Madrid oall over?

WILLIAMS: All over. Of course, the dairy industries are more in the northwest, in Galicia.
But, I'm not sure if the dairy cow is the one that the leather comes from to make shoes. It's
a fine leather. Of course, there were pigs too. In Spanish they've got about eight different
words for “pig.” So, there's a lot of them.

Q: So, you encouraged him just to get moving?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Again, trade is a two-way street. If you want to export you got to be able
to import too. That's been my philosophy all along. Trade is a two way street.

Q: I was thinking back to 1956 that the Barcelona government had closed plants by
Franco's orders. My question is, how much give and take was there, if any, between
Madrid and Barcelona? Was Franco more concerned about things just in Madrid?

WILLIAMS: No. He was worried about things all over Spain, particularly Barcelona,
because that was the major industrial and business city, as it had been since Carthaginian
times. As you know, I'm sure the Barcelona was named for Hamilcar Barca, who was
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Hannibal's father. It's an old city. It's been there a long time and it's going to be there

a long time. But the thing is, the Catalans had never been very happy being ruled by
Spaniards. During the Civil War, of course, they were on the side of the Republic, because
they thought they would get more rights and autonomies from the Republican government
than they would from the Franco government. They were right, too. But, the thing is,
Barcelona and Cataluna, in general was a real hot-bed of republican sentiment, including
long after the war. It was never in Franco's good graces and there was always a struggle
there between the Catalans and the Castilians.

Q: Yeah. | can remember when we were there, that was in '75. People in Barcelona said,
“Where are you going?” We said, “Well, we're going back to Madrid.” They said, “Well, why
would you do that?” Something else, and this may not be about the American Embassy,
but somewhere | read that women got property rights about 1957. I'm not sure what this
note had to do with, what were women like, just an ordinary woman in Spain, 1956-577? |
know that's a generalization.

WILLIAMS: Yes, it is a generalization and | really don't remember about the property
rights. But, women were very much under the thumbs of their husbands. | do remember
that married women were very faithful to their husbands. Also, there was National Service
for women, as well as men, on reaching eighteen or nineteen. It was social service for
women, military for men. That did a lot of good.

Q: And the extended family with strong generations stayed in onhousehold?

WILLIAMS: Yes, indeed. Particularly in the small towns in the villages and countryside,

a woman who was widowed never married again. She always wore black from then on.
She was always introduced as “La Viuda de Lopez” (for example), meaning “the widow of
Lopez.”

Q: That was her identity?
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WILLIAMS: Yes. | would be surprised to learn that women haacquired modern property
rights in 1957.

Q: I'm not sure what this note was. | will have to do some more homework, because even
in the United States, married women, even as late as the 1970's had to have permission of
their husbands to sign a contract.

WILLIAMS: Yes. Well, women in Spain certainly had to have permission from their
husbands to do anything, for example, to immigrate. During my two years as Chief of

the Visa Section, a woman might come in and want to immigrate to the United States.

She would not be able to get a Spanish passport unless her husband had agreed to it

and signed some document saying that he gave his wife permission to get a passport.

Of course, if she had a passport, we, the Embassy, did not require that a woman have
permission from her husband to get a Visa. But, of course, we had to require that she have
a passport.

Q: So, she had to fulfill the rules from both countries? WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: Alright. Thinking more about the unusual arrangement, the economic. You said that
wasn't usually the case, economic section tied in with the —

WILLIAMS: With the AID Mission.
Q: Tell me again, it was just not the case in other Europeacountries?

WILLIAMS: No. Of course, earlier, we had the Marshall Plan, what they called Point Four
under Truman. These were various other ancestors of the present AID program. Usually,
as | said, they were a separate office within or attached to the Embassy. Not necessarily in
the Embassy building, but attached to the Embassy. It was rather rare for this to be a joint
Embassy AID Mission setup.
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Q: Also, what about strike, miners, mining? Tell me about that.

WILLIAMS: Oh. Let me put it like this. The miners were a thorn in the flesh of most
Spanish governments for the previous hundred years, especially back in the early 30's.
The miners strike up around Oviedo, got to be very serious.

Q: And what were they mining?

WILLIAMS: Mostly coal mining in the North. There were some iron ore up there too. It was
centered around Oviedo. The miners were apparently were the most militant of the unions,
in the time preceding the establishment of the Republic in 1930 and during the Republic.
Although, they were nominally allies of the Republic, if the Republican Government in
Madrid didn't give them everything they wanted they would go on strike at the drop of a
miner's hat. But, of course there was no striking during Franco's regime. Any strikes would
be ruthlessly suppressed.

Q: How ruthlessly?

WILLIAMS: He would send in the Guardia Civil, the civil guard, and possibly shoot a few
people. | don't recall any specific incidents. | may be maligning them, I'm not sure that they
actually did shoot anybody. I'm not sure that any of the strikes or any attempts to strike got
that far under Franco.

Q: But, just great fear?
WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: I was aware of the presence of soldiers even in '75 and at banks and other places. |
mean, | felt very safe walking the streets late at night.

WILLIAMS: Oh, you could feel safe.
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Q: | felt very safe. Much safer than the United States.

WILLIAMS: I'm not sure if | mentioned to you before about the one incident that happened
while | was there involving crime and punishment. A couple of guys killed an Army
Paymaster and robbed the payroll. This Army officer was taking the payroll to his regiment,
and these two guys held him up and killed him. Within 72 hours, they had been caught,
charged, tried, convicted, appealed, appeal denied, and executed.

Q: Within 72 hours. Ah!

WILLIAMS: That was the way things went at the time. There was no doubt that they were
the ones that did it. There was just no doubt at all. This was the reason why people felt
safe walking the streets at that time.

Q: Where was that?

WILLIAMS: | forget where in Spain it was. I'm not sure if it was in the Madrid area or
whether it was around Segovia or Avila. I'm just not sure.

Q: Would that have been reported in the newspaper? How would yopeople have gotten
word of that?

WILLIAMS: | really don't know. | may have well gotten the word of it through some Army
officers. | had a lot of groups of friends there. | had one group of friends who were Army
officers. | had another group of friends who were artists, painters and another group

of friends who were theater people. | guess mixed in with those were people from the
university. So, | may well have gotten it from some of my Army officer friends. | used to
love to give parties and get these groups together.

Q: I'd like to hear more about that. I'm intrigued about that.Tell me about the groups.
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WILLIAMS: Oh well. I had several girlfriends at the time in Spain. One of the girlfriends
was in to theater work. She wasn't herself an actress, but she was from a sort of formerly
well-to-do Spanish family. Her father had been a governor of several provinces, a civil
governor under the Republic. So, she and her father had gone into exile after the fall of
the Republic. She spent several years in Mexico, and then came back, because she had
an uncle on the other side who was a senior judge under the Franco regime. Anyway, she
was well connected all over, but especially in the theater, so that's where my theater group
of friends came from. | had another girlfriend who was a painter. | met a lot of painters.
We were at a party one night at the studio of a friend who was a painter. Everybody had

a little too much to drink, | guess, and | said, “I really do like that pretty painting over
there. How much do you want for it?” He gave me some ridiculously low price and | said,
“Sure, I'm going to take it with me.” And, he said, “Fine. | can paint another one that would
accompany it if you want me to.” Well, | don't think | ever actually got him to do that. But,

| love the painting, which is hanging upstairs. It's a painting of a ship in a harbor up there,
the harbor of Gijon. Anyway, that was Pepe Cousino, my friend the painter. There were a
bunch of real art-crafty types. Then, my Army officer friends. They were all Francophiles
to the death. | had one patrticularly good friend, a Colonel, who used to take me to the
bull-fights. He had been a widower for several years. He had two permanent seats at the
Madrid bull-ring.

Q: Sun or shade? Not that it matters.

WILLIAMS: It was actually shade, sombra. So he would invite friends, including me, quite
often. | learned so much about bull-fighting from that guy. Then, some of my other Army
officer friends were members of a club which | joined called Cacerias Militares a Calallo.
The Military Horseback Hunt Club. I didn't hunt on horseback. Actually, they didn't hunt
very much either. They would take some hares out and let them go and then chase them
with greyhounds on horseback. The “galgos de campo,” like greyhounds. They were
beautiful dogs. We would spend many Sundays out there. | would sit up there at the club
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house with one of my girlfriends and some of my Army officer friends and their wives and/
or girlfriends and watch the hunt progressing across the land, the territory in front of us. It
was really nice.

Q: Where was that location?

WILLIAMS: It was about fifteen miles southwest of Madrid. | was a member also of the
Military Officers Club downtown. There, I did a lot of fencing. | had some good friends who
were fencers. | used to be on the University of North Carolina Fencing Team. | can prove
it, | can show you in my college annual.

Q: | believe you.

WILLIAMS: So, | would go to this club. The Fencing Master was an old Olympic champion.
We did a lot of fencing there. Anyway, | had really good friends there and | enjoyed it.

Q: I'm amazed about the different groups of friends. How were you thought of as an
American diplomat? What did people think of you and how did that happen?

WILLIAMS: Well, let me put it like this. If you were a diplomat at that time in Spain and this
still applies most places, you were automatically a member of the upper class. | mean the
upper class! And you were thought of as such, even though your background, back in your
home country, might not have been upper class at all. Well, heck, I'm a North Carolina
small-town boy, but nobody there really held that against me. A diplomat was accepted.
We were offered memberships in clubs. | joined several, including the Club Tiro de Pichon,
the Pigeon Shooting Club. Nowadays, people get shocked when I tell them about that.
“You mean you actually shot live pigeons?” “Yeah, sure did.” Then, we would take them
home with us and cook them. Actually, they were more like doves.

Q: Broil them or braise them, whatever?
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WILLIAMS: Broil them. Anyway, they accepted me as an equal. In Spanish, as I'm sure
you know, there's a formal form of address and a familiar form of address. Well, between
people of the upper class, you very soon, | mean very quickly, get into the familiar form

of address, “tutear.” They say “tu” instead of “usted,” which is very difficult for people who
have only studied Spanish and never lived in a Spanish speaking country. One of my
oldest and dearest friends is a teacher of Spanish down at Georgia State. | still cannot
get her to consistently say “tu” when she's talking to me. She always says “usted.” That's
just the way she was taught and some teacher told her that that's the way you do it. It's
not. You have to be very careful in listening to the way people are talking to you so that as
soon as somebody starts using the familiar form of address to you, you can immediately
reciprocate, because if you don't, you have lost your opportunity. You are considered to be
— well, you're with-drawn, you're distant.

Q: Her country of origin, her native country? The friend in Georgia?

WILLIAMS: Her country of origin is Georgia. | don't mean Soviet Georgia either. Where
Shalikashvili's ancestors came from. You know, General Shalikashvili.

Q: So you did move in those circles. Tell me a little bit more about university people and
what was the university's situation in the 50's or 60's?

WILLIAMS: One of the university's situations was that they were held on a very tight rein.
There was very little of what we would think of as academic freedom, that is, freedom of
inquiry or freedom to teach alternate views of history. Some of my friends who were at
the university were telling me there was a Francoist view of almost everything from the
beginning of the 19th century through the middle of the 20th century. You could teach
different views of what happened back in the 19th century or earlier, but when you got
up in to the 20th century you started having to be very careful. There weren't many good
academics. Salvador de Madaviaga left. Unamuno went nuts. But let me add something
to that. Arts and sciences just didn't enter in to that. There was nothing of the kind of the
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thing that they had in the Soviet Union, where science had to be politically correct. Well,
| say the Soviet Union, maybe even here now in many universities. There was nothing of
that. Arts and sciences were taught like one would expect them to be taught.

Q: I'm thinking also of music and drama and plays.

WILLIAMS: Now drama was something else. Playwrights were alwaytrying to sneak things
in to their writings.

Q: You mentioned someone specific?

WILLIAMS: Luca de Tena, | believe was the main one. By the way, Le came from a very
influential family, and therefore had some protection. | think some of his relatives were
prominent newspaper publishers. He would come out with plays which had little allusions
in them. This was just beginning the late 50's. There were allusions to — things that
people could interpret as applying to the present even though, in the play, they applied

to the past. They were in costumes from the 18th century. So, you could say this is the
18th century it has nothing to do with what's happening today. But, they did sneak in a few
political criticisms. | learned about this from my friends in the theater.

Q: I'm thinking about the places where these productions were actually held? Who came to
the plays? Who would come to the theater? The more privileged or everybody? How would
that compare to the United States?

WILLIAMS: The middle and upper classes went to the theater. The lower classes didn't.
There was one incident that | think is worth telling about, because it gives you an idea of
what life was like for artistically-inclined people under the Franco regime. My girlfriend
who was a painter asked me one time if | would like to go to Segov